Beyond the oxymoronic idea of no-detention policy by Dhankar, Rohit
 PERSPECTIVES
MARCH 25, 2017 vol liI no 12 EPW  Economic & Political Weekly36
Beyond the Oxymoronic Idea 
of No-detention Policy 
Rohit Dhankar
Rohit Dhankar (rohit.dhankar@apu.edu.in) is 
with the Azim Premji University, Bengalaru, 
and is Academic Adviser, Digantar, Jaipur.
The periodic debates on 
continuous and comprehensive 
evaluation and no-detention 
policy in media are completely 
futile, given the current 
class-wise structure of schools 
and curricula. As a result, 
elementary education gets 
defi ned by the number of years 
spent in school. The examination 
system thwarts all attempts at 
bringing reforms in pedagogy, 
curriculum and textbooks. 
Therefore, discarding both 
examinations and detention is 
necessary, and an alternative 
imagination of schools and 
curriculum organisation is 
imperative for the success of 
educational reforms. 
 The supporters of the no-deten-tion policy (NDP)1 have started their lamentations yet again 
 after new spapers reported that the T S 
R Subramanian Committee report had 
recommended reinstating the deten-
tion of students  beyond Class 5 (Am-
bast 2016). This is a periodic “fever” 
from which Indian educationists suffer. 
Whenever there is a push from the gov-
ernment to do away with the NDP, in-
stilled by the Right to Education (RTE)
Act, educationists tend to suggest how 
 retrograde this step would be and how 
“failing children” does not ensure 
learning. Though the educationists are 
right, their analysis is faulty and the 
twin reforms of continuous and com-
prehensive evaluation (CCE) and NDP 
cannot succeed in the Indian education 
system as it is organised today. 
Dropping the CCE and NDP will not, in 
any way, improve the learning levels 
among children. Therefore, in the cur-
rent form, this is a futile and misgui ded 
debate. On the  issue of the NDP, there 
are two kinds of problems that have to 
be solved in order to make it successful. 
One of these problems, often discussed, 
is that our system does not show enough 
willingness and commitment in terms 
of providing resources and preparing 
teachers with capabilities to carry out 
sophisticated reforms like the NDP and 
CCE. This criticism of the system and its 
administrators is true enough and lack 
of commitment is further debilitating. 
This is simply because without under-
standing the concept and mastering the 
complex pedagogical procedures of the 
CCE, the teachers can neither imple-
ment it nor can they make its contingent 
NDP successful. 
There is a second, bigger contradiction 
that the educationists and policymakers 
often do not pay enough attention to or 
maybe they do not take it into account in 
their drive to achieve quick results. Let 
us fi rst realise that contrary actions in a 
process make achieving its desired obj-
ectives impossible. For instance, one can 
imagine the Jagannath Puri rath (chari-
ot) being pulled in different directions 
by thousands of its devotees. However 
fervent the faith and devotion of these 
devotees, however strong their muscles, 
and however great their physical prow-
ess in pulling the heavy rath, if the force 
app lied—by thousands of them—is not 
 coordinated in the same direction, the 
rath may shake or even break into pieces, 
but will not reach its predetermined 
 destination. 
The Indian education system is a 
 bigger, heavier and rustier “rath” than 
that of Jagannath Puri. Millions of play-
ers are pulling it simultaneously and 
the course that is charted for elementary 
education seems to be confl using. Logi-
cal consistency and coherence may not 
necessarily bring in success, but in-
coherence and contradictions surely 
end up thwarting the desired outcome. 
In other words, that which fails at the 
logical–theoretical level cannot suc-
ceed in practice. When one institution-
alises the NDP in the present education 
system as it is currently organised, one 
introduces a fundamental contradic-
tion. And, that is why it will never suc-
ceed unless we  redesign the school and 
its curriculum. 
Seeking Flexibility
Schools organised in classes: A class-
wise school structure is a necessity under 
the RTE Act, 2009. The number of class-
rooms, and teachers in a school, along 
with the number of instruction hours, 
teaching–learning and play material, 
and their norms are stipulated with ref-
erence to “class.” The very defi nition of 
“elementary education,” as per the RTE 
Act, Clause 2(f) is “the education from 
fi rst class to eighth class.” A child above 
six years has to be admitted in “a class 
 appropriate to his or her age” (RTE 
Act, Section 4). Such children, “in order 
to be at par with others have a right to 
PERSPECTIVES
Economic & Political Weekly EPW  MARCH 25, 2017 vol liI no 12 37
receive special training,” which means 
that “cla sses” are related to the levels of 
learning and the child so admitted may 
lack  preparedness to be at “par with oth-
ers” in that “class.” 
According to Clause 12(1)(c), private 
schools will admit 25% of its children 
from the weaker sections in their classes. 
Classes are so central to the RTE formula-
tion, that if one detaches the idea of 
“class,” which anyway remains unde-
fi ned by the act, these stipulations be-
come worthless and not implementable. 
Since the term “class” in spite of being so 
central is not defi ned in the RTE Act, one 
has to assume that it is the usual “class” 
as found in all Indian schools. One can 
conclude that the schools as per the RTE 
Act necessarily have to be structured 
class-wise. 
Curriculum organised class-wise: As 
we saw above, elementary education is 
education from Class 1 to Class 8. The 
child who is not “at par with others” due 
to admission in the age-appropriate 
class has the right to get suitable special 
training so that he/she can be at par in 
learning levels, which means that the 
curriculum is organised class-wise. 
That, of course, is the case in present-
day India. 
Textbooks prepared class-wise: The 
RTE Act does not stipulate any kind of 
textbooks. Nonetheless, since textbooks 
in India are prepared for different classes 
and the schools and the curriculum have 
a class-wise structure, therefore, textb o o ks 
perforce have to be prepared class-wise. 
Teachers teach class-wise: The unde-
fi ned term “class” then gets a defi nition 
by implication and custom in all Indian 
schools—a set of children who are being 
taught together from a particular text-
book. This textbook matches the syllabus 
prescribed for a particular class in the 
curriculum. And, that is how teachers 
teach and schools are organised. 
This is the frame that defi nes elemen-
tary education in India. The RTE Act in 
its pedagogical magnanimity tells the 
teachers that:
(i) Children have to be admitted in an 
age-appropriate class.
(ii) “No child admitted in a school shall 
be held back in any class” (Section 16).
(iii) The teachers have to “assess the 
learning ability of each child and accor d-
ingly supplement additional instructions, 
if any, as required” (Clause 24[1][d]).
(iv) They have to “complete entire curri-
culum within the specifi ed time” (Clause 
24[1][c]).
Even if one leaves out the point about 
admission in age-appropriate classes, we 
know that about half the children in 
Class 5 today may not be able to read 
and write properly (ASER Centre 2015: 
80) and about three-fourths may not be 
able to do simple math sums involving 
division (ASER Centre 2015: 81). Similar 
situations occur throughout the elemen-
tary education system. If a teacher is 
teaching, say Class 4, all the children in 
that class are supposed to work on text-
books prescribed for Class 4. They may be 
at many different levels, and some may 
not even be able to read these books. 
How does the teacher manage such a 
class? If she gives books meant for Class 
2 to some children and tries to build 
from where they are, what does it mean 
for them to be in Class 4? Does simply 
sitting in one room place all children in 
the same class? If they do not complete 
the Class 4 learning level, she cannot 
hold them back, but will have to pro-
mote them to Class 5. But, having been 
promoted they will not be able to cope 
with the Class 5 syllabus. So, what does 
it mean to be studying in Class 5 then? 
What benefi t does the child derive from 
such a meaningless promotion into the 
next class? What could it mean to com-
plete the curriculum in the specifi ed 
time, unless interpreted as “completed 
by the teacher irrespective of children 
learning anything”? 
In this situation, what does “complet-
ing elementary education” mean? The 
foolproof remedy that is suggested by 
many educationists and the RTE Act is 
the CCE. If the teacher implements a 
scheme of CCE then she can fi nd out 
who are lagging behind and can pro-
vide timely help, so goes the argument. 
However, they do not realise that if you 
have the NDP then this gap may be too 
large. The teacher may already know it 
and still may fi nd no way of completing 
the curriculum/syllabus for some 
 children. 
The RTE Act stipulates that the teacher 
has to “complete entire curriculum with-
in the specifi ed time,” but it does not 
take into account the fact that the com-
pletion of curriculum requires two, the 
teacher and the learner. It is not the 
teacher who completes the curriculum; 
it is the learner who does so. The learner 
may not be equipped in completing the 
prescribed curriculum in the specifi ed 
time, because of her lack of preparation. 
Therefore, fi nishing of the curriculum 
for its own sake, promotion to the next 
class, and the completion of elementary 
education, all become educationally 
worthless. 
Within the unbending present struc-
ture of elementary education, the CCE 
and NDP can be nothing more than 
 national-level hypocrisy. If you have 
classes defi ned by the level of learning, 
the curriculum of one class is to be com-
pleted in one year, and learning in a par-
ticular class requires the capabilities ac-
quired in the previous class, then the 
NDP is a farce, a cruel joke played on the 
children in the name of half-understood 
child-centrism. 
However, as stated above, it is true 
that failing children does not make them 
learn. Many of the people who demand 
the withdrawal of the NDP do not neces-
sarily claim that it will make children 
learn. They just want to make sure that 
if some child gets a certifi cate of comple-
tion of elementary education, then she 
also knows what is expected in the cur-
riculum. The NDP in the ironclad school 
structure renders the defi nition of com-
pletion of elementary education meaning-
less. Nevertheless, the problems of the 
examination and pass–fail system that 
result in rote learning, stress, and lack 
of learning with understanding have 
been noted for long in the Indian educa-
tion system (Government of India 1904: 
11–12; Hindustani Talimi Sangh 1938: 
37; NCERT 2005: 3, 20, 49, 71, 114). 
Therefore, if we want any improvement 
in the quality of education, the present-
day examinations and pass–fail tradition 
have to go. That puts us in a dilemma 
which has no solution within the current 
school and curriculum structure. 
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Making Exams Redundant 
The NDP is an oxymoron in the scheme 
of the RTE Act as “class” makes sense 
only if there are barrier lines in progress 
from one class to another. These barrier 
lines are drawn on the  basis of what is to 
be learnt and up to what level. This, the 
content and its level, is considered essen-
tial for successful  engagement with the 
next level. Without these assumptions, 
“class” makes no sense. If that is the 
case, then detention is built into the defi -
nition of class. It  acquires its meaning 
only in reference to class. The defi ni-
tions of class and detention are mutually 
dependent and they derive meaning 
from each other. As a result, even the 
imagination of the NDP in a class-based 
school system does not make sense 
 conceptually. 
Therefore, I am using meaningful 
 ter ms like “examinations” and “pass–
fail system.” One can get rid of both. 
However, that would require restruc-
turing the school and curriculum in 
ways that will render the questions of 
“whether we should have examina-
tions” and “whether we should have no-
detention policy” meaningless. There 
are many schools in India and the world 
over that have worked out details of 
such organisational structures. I will 
describe below in detail what kind of 
curriculum organisation and school 
structure can make present-day rote-
based examinations and the pass–fail 
system redundant. It should be remem-
bered that the scheme outlined below is 
one such scheme that can produce these 
results. There can be many alternative 
organisational structures that may do 
the same job even better. 
Principles of Curriculum and 
Pedagogy
First, we have to realise that it is the 
 curriculum and pedagogy one chooses 
that should determine the structure of 
the school, and not the other way round. 
When the structure of the school system 
determines curriculum and possible ped-
agogy, it will necessarily be driven by the 
administrative and management consid-
erations. What is easy for record-keeping 
and not demanding for the administrator 
to monitor becomes the norm. Therefore, 
we fi rst need to settle on the curriculum 
and pedagogy, and then think of a suitable 
structure for the school. 
Second, the curriculum itself has to 
be guided by educational aims and cer-
tainly not by popular sentiment, the 
politics of the day, or the ease of the 
 educational functionaries. The very con-
cept of curri culum is “the prescribed 
content of education, that is, what ought 
to be taught in order to fulfi l the aims of 
an educational practice or institution” 
(Winch 1996: 45). Of course, several 
other considerations in formulating 
curriculum are essential and we will 
come to them shortly, but the basic prin-
ciple is that it has to be honest to the 
aims of education.
Third, the aims of education have to 
be formulated with full consideration of 
historical development, culture, politi-
cal aspirations of the country, social 
conditions and concerns as well as last-
ing  human values (NCERT 2005: 10). In 
this article, we need not go into the 
 detailed derivation of the aims of edu-
cation, instead, we will take a para-
phrased version from the National Cur-
riculum Framework (NCF) 2005. The 
aims of education in the NCF 2005 are 
very well articulated (NCERT 2005: 10). 
These can be summarised as follows:
(i) A rational commitment to democracy 
and democratic values
(ii) Independence of thought and action
(iii) Sensitivity to others’ well-being and 
feelings
(iv) Independence in learning
(v) Ability to contribute to society in vari-
ous ways, including economic proce sses
(vi) Appreciation of beauty and art 
forms or aesthetic development
These aims are very general and of 
such nature that no one can say that 
they have “achieved” these in full. The 
aims just provide general direction and 
are capable of providing indicators to as-
sess their progress. Therefore, it is pos-
sible to defi ne standards of achievements 
on this path at the different stages of 
school education. At the end of primary 
education, one may expect a certain level 
of understanding of democratic values 
that mi ght be expressed in being fair 
with others in play, for example. Simi-
larly, in dep e n dence of action, thought, 
learning, etc, can also be defi ned in an 
 age-appropriate manner. 
The curriculum has to be guided by 
these considerations. Whatever needs to 
be taught to achieve the specifi ed objec-
tives at a given stage should be taught. 
Of course, the psychology of learning 
and development will play an important 
part in deciding what a child can learn 
at a given age. Sociological considera-
tions will help in making a choice from a 
variety of material (content of learning) 
available in any culture that is most 
 suitable, fair, and equitable for being 
prescribed to all children of a state or 
district. 
Fourth, once we have achieved rea-
sonable clarity, to begin with, on aims, 
curricular objectives at completion of 
primary and elementary education, and 
selection of curricular content,2 the next 
question is to decide on an appropriate 
pedagogy for these aims and objectives, 
based on the nature of selected content 
and the age range of the children. In 
 addition to these, an appropriate peda-
gogy in any given context will have to 
take into consideration the nature of 
knowledge, accepted theories of learn-
ing, sociocultural context, and historical 
traditions, among other relevant  issues. 
Working out the actual pedagogy is al-
ways a continuous negotiation, involv-
ing a host of considerations, adjust-
ments, and compromises. For the pur-
pose of this article, however, I will work 
out, to some extent, only one of these 
strands, which to my mind has a very 
strong bearing on the structure of the 
school and should not be ignored at this 
juncture in India. 
In considering appropriate pedagogy, 
then, let us keep in mind, as an example, 
one of the aims listed above: independ-
ence of thought and action. Independ-
ence does not only require a wide range 
of knowledge of language, mathematics, 
science, social studies, history, culture, 
etc, it also demands that each is learnt 
with understanding. Without under-
standing all the concepts, procedu res, ar-
guments, and interconnections bet ween 
factual information, independence of 
thought and judgment is quite impossi-
ble. Therefore, one principle of pedago-
gy clearly implied is: learning with 
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 understanding, and inadmissibility of 
rote learning. This principle has to be 
adopted from the very beginning to the 
end, throughout the child’s education.
It is commonly accepted that children 
come to school with a lot of difference in 
their preparedness and attitudes. They 
vary in their attitudes towards adults’ 
work and their capacities in language 
development and general interests, 
among others. Therefore, their pace of 
learning is likely to have a wide range of 
differences particularly between differ-
ent school subjects and activities. If we 
want the children to learn with under-
standing, then a certain level of interest 
and the engagement of their minds are 
necessary. Interest and the engagement 
of the mind can be developed, but can-
not be forced. As a result, children will 
develop these capabilities and interests 
at different paces. Forcing all of them to 
learn with the same speed will certainly 
compromise their learning with under-
standing, even if it does not make it alto-
gether impossible. 
This leads us to the second principle of 
pedagogy: if we want children to learn 
with understanding, we have to allow 
them to learn at their own pace. A child’s 
pace of learning can be improved with 
continuous engagement, but cannot be 
forced.
Independence of mind and action also 
requires a certain level of self-confi -
dence, freedom to commit mistakes and 
learn through them, an attitude of exp-
ressing doubts, and an ability to reject if 
one is not convinced of what the teacher 
or the textbook says. As Israel Scheffl er 
(1973: 62) puts it, the teacher has to be 
“prepared to explain, that is, to acknowl-
edge the student’s right to ask for rea-
sons and his concomitant right to exer-
cise his judgment.” All this is possible 
only in an atmosphere where the child 
feels secure and has a supporting and 
encouraging relationship with the teach-
er. Learning also requires engagement 
with peer groups in cooperative explora-
tions, discussions, disputations, and ar-
riving at a consensus. This leads us to 
yet another principle of pedagogy: an 
encouraging and supportive relation-
ship with the teachers, where asking 
questions and expression of doubt is 
 encouraged rather than stifl ed. Also, op-
portunities for  independent and collabo-
rative explorations and discussion with 
peers have to be encouraged.
Another commonly accepted idea in 
learning is that all learning is basically 
connecting new experience with the 
earlier experiences through concepts 
and language. Understanding actually 
means making sense in the light of one’s 
own conceptual repertoire and becom-
ing aware of the connections. Children 
come to school with the concepts and 
language they have learnt/acquired in 
their community. The learners’ concepts 
and language may lack in sophistication 
and the concepts may often be inappro-
priate, but these are the basic equipment 
through which the child will acquire the 
desired new concepts and conceptual 
structures. Therefore, the child’s lang u age 
and understanding has to be accepted in 
school learning if we want the en ga -
gement of her mind, which, in turn, is 
essential for learning with understan-
ding. This leads us to the next pedagogi-
cal principle: school learning has to 
 begin from where the child is, and her 
language and understanding have to be 
accepted in the school. That is part of 
the reason why John Dewey (1902: 22)
thinks that the curriculum needs to be 
“psychologized.” 
Many more principles of pedagogy 
have to be worked out for actual practice 
in schools, but for our limited purpose in 
this article what we have worked out 
above may be just enough. 
Fifth, if children are allowed to learn 
at their own pace, they naturally will be 
at different levels in learning that what 
is prescribed in the curriculum. Learn-
ing with understanding also demands 
that before one goes to the next level or 
concept, one has the required profi ciency 
in the prerequisite knowledge. Without 
that, new learning may not be possible. 
It also requires a reasonable assessment 
on the part of the teacher before the 
child takes up new concepts, skills, pro-
cedures, information or principles. This 
is possible only if assessment has be-
come a part of the teaching and learning 
process. This is continuous assessment 
in the best sense of the term. Since this 
happens in all that the child is learning, 
it is also comprehensive. Therefore, to 
work through the pedagogy briefl y out-
lined above, CCE becomes a must, but it 
is not independent of pedagogy, and is 
rather an essential part of it.
Sixth, we will now consider the org-
anisation of curricular material as dis-
cussed above. The freedom of pace and 
willing engagement of the child does not 
allow the packaging of curricular material 
into a rigid, time-bound staircase-like 
structure. It simply has to be a continuum 
on which the child progresses at their 
own pace. Therefore, the curriculum 
 becomes an open learning curve rather 
than an arrangement of year-wise discrete 
packages. It may have fl exible sequenc-
ing and milestones, but these have to be 
allowed to be achieved at different times 
for different children. There may even 
be fl exibly defi ned standards, for exam-
ple, to indicate what is roughly expected 
from a child who is admitted in the school 
at six years of age, at the end of two years 
of schooling, after four years of school-
ing, and at the end of primary school. 
Alternative Curricular Structure
These standards, however, are only to 
assess the child’s progress and provide 
 additional help or draw attention to 
something that might have been ne-
glected, and not to declare her as having 
“passed” or “failed.” Simply because 
there is no rigid and universally defi ned 
time limit, the question of failing does 
not arise, rather it is a matter of taking 
some more time to complete the work. 
Figure 1 shows curriculum arranged as 
a staircase. It is not continuous and in-
cremental. Instead, it is discrete and the 
opportunity for promotion is available 
only once a year. Numbers on the vertical 
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axis in Figure 1 indicate classes, and 
those on the horizontal axis indicate 
number of years of study in a school.
Figure 2 shows curriculum arranged 
as a continuum. It is not divided across 
the years or class-wise. In this scheme, 
the child learns in a continuous manner. 
Beginning of education (BE) and end of 
primary education (EP) are shown on 
the vertical axis. The numbers on the 
horizontal axis indicate years in a school 
or years of study. 
Now, if we look at this scheme of cur-
riculum and pedagogy carefully we will 
notice that the periodic general exami-
nation is no more required; it simply 
dissolves. Since the curriculum is no 
more organised class-wise, the notion 
of “pass–fail” becomes inapplicable. The 
question of detention and no-detention 
does not even arise. Rejecting the class-
wise arr angement of the school makes 
promotion, or denial of it, meaningless. 
Promotion is nothing but  continuous 
movement on the learning continuum, 
which the child earns on her own. 
The only necessity that remains is 
that at the end of fi ve years (completion 
of primary) and the end of eight years 
(completion of elementary) of educa-
tion, there have to be some clearly de-
fi ned and expected standards. A child 
gets the certifi cate of completion only if 
she has achieved those standards. Let 
us note here that a certifi cate that does 
not guarantee defi ned learning is noth-
ing more than a worthless piece of pa-
per. Therefore, the school has to ensure 
that such certifi cates are issued only on 
the basis of learning and not on the ba-
sis of years spent in school. That, how-
ever, need not necessarily bring the sys-
tem of pass–fail in from the back door. 
One, the completion of standards can 
be defi ned as a corridor rather than a 
thin line. Two, since the structure of 
curriculum is that of a learning curve 
and the pedagogy emphasises engage-
ment, the child is prepared for it and is 
allowed to take more time if need be, 
without any stigma and stress. This 
 additional time is not in a package of 
one year, it could be any  period of time, 
and usually is likely to be much less 
than a year.
Structure of Schools
The real problem, however, is that the 
structure of the class-wise school does 
not allow this scheme of curriculum and 
pedagogy to operate properly. The scheme 
outlined above demands an alternative 
imagination of the school and its func-
tioning. Therefore, it is pertinent to 
work out a structure of the school that 
might not only allow this scheme, but 
also  facilitate it. 
The most fundamental change that 
is  required in the school is to discard 
the idea of class-wise organisation. As 
we discussed above, the concept of 
class is impossible without a staggered 
curriculum that requires completion in 
the specifi ed time. Once this is 
 accepted, to ensure learning, which is 
necessary for using the term “educa-
tion,” one has to indicate somehow if 
the required learning did not happen 
in the specifi ed time. If one does not do 
that, the concept of class is already vio-
lated. Therefore, detention becomes 
necessary. No-detention or  automatic 
promotion in such a structure makes 
the structure of school unviable and 
the RTE Act norms cannot be  applied or 
even understood. As a result, the whole 
edifi ce becomes an incoherent farce, as 
argued above. 
A better and perfectly workable idea, 
which can replace the class-based system, 
is vertical group of learners (VGL). 
 Vertical here indicates a mixed age-
group as well as multiple levels of learn-
ing, that is, children of, say, six to nine 
years of age may be in the same group 
and their learning levels may be, if we 
take language as an example, from the 
beginners who are just starting reading–
writing to those who can read and write 
with ease. To understand this idea prop-
erly, we have to distinguish it from “mul-
tigrade teaching,” which is another un-
viable concept in the Indian educational 
discourse. In multigrade teaching, the 
children are segregated in different 
grades, the curriculum is defi ned grade-
wise; all one does is to put children of 
different grades in the same room with 
one teacher. This teacher then divides 
his time  between those grades, and at 
the most involves them in some activity 
that is supposed, often wrongly, to pro-
duce  appropriate learning for all the 
grades involved. The idea of a VGL does 
not recognise grade. There are no 
grades, as the curriculum is organised as 
a learning curve. The children in VGLs
are, of course, at different levels, but not 
in different grades; grade is not even 
 defi ned in this system. 
 Two other concepts that are used very 
confusingly in the Indian educational 
discourse are “learning level” and “learn-
ing ability.” “Learning ability” indicates 
the prowess of the child in mastering the 
desired contents, while “learning level” 
indicates the progress made on hierar-
chically arranged materials to be 
learned. It is possible that a child with a 
higher ability to learn may be at a lower 
level on the learning curve, or vice ver-
sa, for a variety of reasons. In a VGL, we 
are not at all talking of learning abilities, 
Figure 2: Curriculum as Learning Curve
EP
BE  1  2  3  4  5
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The children  might be in school for any duration between just beginning to, say, 4 years.
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but of learning levels of children. Class 
is a horizontal cross-section of the 
school, while a VGL is a vertical set of 
learners entrusted to one teacher and 
sharing infrastructure (room) and 
learning equipment. The VGL becomes a 
unit of planning for proper functioning 
of the school.
For example, we can say that a VGL
consists of 30 children. They all can be 
at different levels of learning as shown 
in Figure 3 (p 40). 
Children range in age from, say, six to 
nine years. Their period of study at 
school may also range from 1 to 4/5 
years and are therefore naturally at 
 different levels of learning. Obviously, 
there are smaller subgroups of children 
in the same VGL, who are more or less at 
the same level of learning, of similar 
ages and have been in school for a simi-
lar number of years. On the other hand, 
there are also children more or less ad-
vanced than any particular child, creat-
ing an opportunity to help the you nger 
and getting help from the older children 
in the same group. This somewhat repli-
cates the family or neighbourhood play 
groups that create situations of taking 
in different VGLs may be as shown in 
 Figure 6.
In Figure 6, the children shown at 
numbers 5, 13, 25 and 30 have not 
achieved the expected learning levels. 
Depending on the policy of the school 
and the gap between the achieved and 
the expected levels, they may go on to 
the upper-primary level or may have to 
spend additional time. But, since in this 
system there is no concept of promotion, 
they may transit to the upper-primary 
level as and when they have achieved 
the expected learning levels, irrespec-
tive of the academic session. Under-
standing, together with the children’s 
own engagement, and focus on learning 
rather than examinations for fi ve years 
would have inculcated an attitude to 
school and learning that does not have a 
sense of failure and stigma. 
However, if a similar situation arises 
at the end of 14 years of age and eight 
years in the school, then the problem 
has to be dealt with differently. Admit-
ting to Class 9 a child who has not 
achieved  expected learning for the ele-
mentary education curriculum will do 
good  neither to the child, nor to society 
in general. In Class 9, admissions also 
 happen at a particular time of the year, 
that is, the beginning of the academic 
session. Therefore, the child may have to 
do an additional year. However, the 
ethos of school and education described 
above should prepare the child to under-
stand as well as take this temporary 
 setback in her stride and deal well with 
this situation both intellectually as well 
as emotionally. 
This kind of system (curriculum, 
 pedagogy and school structure) will not 
only be consistent with CCE, but also 
make it necessary for elementary 
 edu cation. Such a system will not be 
functional without CCE, and it will no 
longer be an additional burden, as now 
it is an integral part of the teaching–
learning process. The question of deten-
tion and no-detention does not even 
arise in this system. Further, rote-based 
examinations will become redundant 
and lose their power to control educa-
tion and learning, and thus, will cease 
to preoccupy the child and her  parents’ 
minds. It will help broaden society’s 
care of younger children, learning to 
take responsibility, cooperation, mutual 
support and being sensitive, in addition 
to academic learning. 
A VGL allows not only the possibility 
of different levels of learning among the 
children, but also allows an individual 
child to be at different levels in various 
school subjects, as shown in Figure 4. 
The child whose learning status is 
shown in this fi gure is at different levels 
on the prescribed curriculum. This caus-
es no problem as long as at the end of 
fi ve years she reaches the broad corridor 
expected in each school subject, as 
shown in Figure 5.
Again, the learning achievements 
might vary in different subjects as long 
as the minimum standards are 
achieved. Since the school is organised 
in a VGL, it causes no problem even if 
the child is not suffi ciently prepared in 
some subject to go to the upper-primary 
level as she can continue learning at her 
own place and pace till the eighth year, 
which is the fi nal year of elementary 
education. 
The overall progress of the children 
who have completed fi ve years, though, 
Figure 4: Learning Levels of a Child, say, 
Beginning of Fifth Year in School
End of 5 yrs
Beginning
Curr Areas Lang Math EVS Art Skills V/A
Figure 5: Learning Levels of a Child, say, 
Beginning of Sixth Year in School
End of 5 yrs
Beginning
Curr Areas Lang Math EVS Art Skills V/A
Figure 6: Progress of All Children Who Have Completed Five Years in the School, in a Particular 





Children 1  2  3  4  5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30
PERSPECTIVES
MARCH 25, 2017 vol liI no 12 EPW  Economic & Political Weekly42
 imagination of education and learning 
in general. 
Implications for RTE Act
This will have some important implica-
tions for the RTE Act and will necessitate 
several amendments. Let us consider some 
of the examples taken in the beg i nning 
of this article and see how those stipula-
tions will have to be reformulated. 
To start with, elementary education 
will have to be defi ned in terms of stand-
ards of learning and not in terms of the 
child’s age or the number of years in 
school or classes. It is still possible to say 
that the specifi ed learning should be 
normally completed by the age of 14 and 
in eight years of schooling, but the defi -
nition itself will have to be in terms of the 
standards to be achieved. The current 
defi nition—“the education from fi rst 
class to eighth class”—could be replaced 
by something like “the education which 
results in achieving learning standards 
defi ned in the NCF for such education.” It 
could further be mentioned that this 
should normally be completed in the 
fi rst eight years of schooling and by 14 
years of age. 
The norms regarding infrastructure, 
teacher–pupil ratio, teaching–learning, 
and games equipment will have to be 
 defi ned in terms of the number of 
 children and the consequent number of 
VGLs. A defi nition of “primary education,” 
in terms of its promised learning 
 standard, will be required. Stipulations 
like admission to “a class appropriate to 
his or her age” and provision of “special 
training” to be at par, will become redun-
dant and meaningless, as the system 
now will be able to take care of such 
 issues automatically. 
Requirements such as teachers having 
to “complete entire curriculum within 
the specifi ed time” will have no mean-
ing. Nonetheless, other stipulations, like 
“ensure that children achieve desired 
learning standards in specifi ed number 
of years,” will be imperative. The focus 
will shift from “completion of curriculum” 
to “learning achievement of the children.”
Further, any stipulations, like “no 
child admitted in a school shall be held 
back in any class” and that the teachers 
should “assess the learning ability of 
each child and accordingly supplement 
additional instructions, if any, as requ-
ired,” will become unnecessary as that 
will be the way the whole structure of 
education—curriculum, pedagogy and 
school—will be organised. 
These are a few representative exam-
ples of the changes that would be neces-
sary in the present RTE Act. It is needless 
to add that much detailed thinking will 
be required in order to implement the 
scheme briefl y proposed here. Possibly, 
in the course of thinking through the 
suggested scheme, several other changes 
may need to be accommodated in the 
present design of elementary education 
envisioned by the RTE Act. 
In Conclusion
The periodic debates on CCE and NDP 
are completely useless, given the cur-
rent structure of the school, its curricu-
lum and classroom practices, irrespec-
tive of the levels of passion on either 
side of the  divide. The class-wise organ-
isation of  elementary education cannot 
allow CCE to function effectively, rather 
it makes a farce out of it. The NDP is an 
oxymoron, as the provision of automat-
ic promotion rejects the idea of class 
without admitting the fact of doing so. 
If one discards the idea of class, the 
need for an alternative indicator of 
learning will emerge, but in the present 
form, which endorses surreptitious re-
jection of class, this need is not recog-
nised and an alternative indicator is not 
worked out. As a result, elementary ed-
ucation gets defi ned by the number of 
years spent in the school.
On the other hand, the examination 
system, which completely dominates the 
Indian education system and determines 
the consequent system of promotions or 
withholding promotions, puts the learn-
ers in a disadvantageous position with-
out facilitating learning. It thwarts all 
attempts of bringing reforms in pedagogy, 
curriculum and textbooks. Therefore, 
discarding both examinations and de-
tention is necessary for any exercise of 
reforms to succeed. 
This, as argued earlier, however, can-
not be done without a major re-imagina-
tion of curriculum organisation, peda-
gogy, and structure and functioning of 
schools. The key ideas that should take 
root through this re-imagination are 
free-paced learning and rejection of 
class or grade, and defi ning learning 
 levels for primary and elementary edu-
cation, not class-wise, but as terminal 
achievements. In such a system, the 
school organisation should use VGLs. 
 Unless we fi nd the courage to dismantle 
the class-wise structure of schools, we 
are likely to fail in all examination and 
pedagogical reforms. 
notes
1   “No-detention policy” is the idea of automatic 
promotion to the next class irrespective of 
what the child has learnt. It is in effect in ele-
mentary education since 2010 in the wake of 
the implementation of the Right of Children to 
Free and Compulsory Education (RTE) Act, 
2009. 
2   In our educational literature, we often have 
confusion regarding the meaning of content. 
Most often, “content” is contrasted with “abili-
ties” and thought to be particular text, say sto-
ries in language and information in history or 
science. Content, here, is used in a much broad-
er sense, which includes abilities, procedure, 
concepts, values, attitudes, and even particular 
texts to achieve all this; all that is to be learnt. 
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